This article discusses how welfare cuts in Greece affected social insurance beneficiaries' access to better living conditions by raising the question why welfare benefits are not excluded from cuts even though they obviously minimize poverty rates in people of the third and fourth age. It focuses on the Memoranda reform measures imposed after 2010 acknowledging on the one hand that these measures are for the most part unjustifiable and in parallel locating which changes have been accepted and welcomed by the social insurance fund executives.
Undoubtedly, one might argue that since pensions in Greece hold the largest share in social transfers and demonstrably reduce poverty (Dafermos and Papatheodorou, 2013, Petmesidou and Guillen, 2014; Venieris, 2013) , they should be excluded from cuts. However, not all pensioners have enjoyed equal treatment since some have received multiple or extravagant pensions that did not correspond to the contributions paid in their working lives.
This article investigates the fact that the majority of Social Insurance Fund of Employees (IKA) pensioners, who receive minimum pension, are at large driven below poverty level even when the slightest decreases in their incomes occur due to the post-2010 austerity measures. Milder reductions in this group would be a little more costly but they would also have a positive impact on pensioners' protection from poverty. The reason why this research focuses on Social Insurance Fund of Employees IKA is because of its very large size (917, 956 pensioners) . In comparison, the Fund of Farmers (OGA) has 641, 316 pensioners, the Fund of Civil Servants (GLK) 478, 245 and the Fund of Freelancers (OAEE) 366,583 (http://www.idika.gr/eseps-mhniaies-ek8eseis, December 2016).
Social Security Reforms after the 1990s
The sustainability of the insurance funds in Greece had been disputed since the early 1990s.The need for social security reform had always been obvious. However, it is quite typical for Greece, as Tinios (2005) claims, what type of reform is preferred. Reform efforts do not change past failures in depth. The insurance system is often criticized as costly on the one hand and economically and socially ineffective on the other. Petmesidou (1991 Petmesidou ( , 2006 suggests that there is a low degree of social pressure for reforms. Trade unions cooperate with the state and do not allow the development and implementation of social policy on a systematic and stable basis.
In the early 1990s, reforms in the insurance sector aimed at reducing public debt and social security deficits by increasing retirement ages, working days and contributions (1902/1990, 1976/91, 2084/92) , (Hadjidimitriou & Psilou, 1993; Petmesidou, 1996 Petmesidou, , 2006 . Later, some reform efforts were made, such as the merger of insurance funds facing viability issues with larger, healthier funds (Law 2676/1999). However, those changes were not significant enough (Petmesidou 2006, Featherstone and Tinios 2006) . The reform effort continued in 2002 (Law 3029/2002), but was still characterized as inadequate in relation to the sustainability problem of the insurance system. The most significant attempt to reduce fragmentation occurred with the introduction of Law 3655/2008. Individual funds were included in the Social Insurance Fund of Employees (IKA) with the ultimate aim of achieving homogeneity (Petmesidou 2010) . The past reform efforts were not successful and the reasons for failure, according to Featherstone and Tinios (2006) , are summarized in the low level of governance efficiency, fragmentation, lack of consensus between social partners and a legacy of conflict.
After 2009, the economic crisis left no room for experiments. Three Memoranda (support programs for the Greek economy) were voted between 2010 and 2015. The repercussions for social security beneficiaries, especially those receiving minimum pension, are not affordable. Nektarios (2008) suggests that the majority of Greek pensioners receives minimum pension (€486.84 for IKA pensioners, €406.00 for OAEE pensioners and €360.00 for OGA pensioners). All laws voted in that period were introduced in the Parliament as urgent (that meant there was not enough time given for deliberation) suggesting that they would contribute to the financial consolidation of insurance funds. The reforms implemented aimed primarily at limiting and repealing social benefits and secondly at making structural changes.
The first program voted on 3rd May 2010 is known as "The Economic Adjustment Program for Greece". It included structural changes such as the establishment of the Disability Certification Center (KE.P.A.) and the introduction of a measure to separate health from pension by establishing a single health provider (National Organisation for the Provision of Health Services, E.O.P.Y.Y.) that was to by launched in January 2012 (Petmesidou, 2011 (Petmesidou, , 2012 . The institutional changes also contained the imposition of an additional special solidarity contribution by pensioners (Law 3863). However, it concerned only those who received pensions exceeding €1,400 per month. According to Law 3845/2010 Christmas, Easter and Holiday Leave Benefits were reduced.
The second Memorandum, voted in June 2011 is referred to as "Urgent Arrangements to Negotiate and Conclude an Agreement with the European Support Mechanism". This program also included structural changes and institutional shrinkages. With the adoption of Law 4093/2012, regulations were introduced that concerned raising the retirement age and pension cuts starting from 1st January 2012 and the repeal of Christmas, Easter and Holiday Leave Benefits, starting from 1 January 2013. Law 4024/2011reduced pensions of up to €1,000 for pensioners older than 55 by 20% and for pensioners younger than 55 by 40%. Law 4051/2012 impacted main pensions of up to €1,300.
In same period, the Unified Fund of Supplementary Insurance was created and the consolidation of most auxiliary funds was achieved (Law 4052/2012) . Moreover, with the adoption of that Law, the calculation method for supplementary pensions changed as well. Up until 1st January 2015, the total contributions paid by the insured individuals during their working lives would be taken into account (Petmesidou 2013b) . The data have shown that the shrinkages rose to 50%.
On 13th August 2015 the third Memorandum was voted for by the majority of the Greek Parliament. As a result, Law 4336/2015 passed. This Law leaves room for those who reach the retirement age limit until 2022. After that the age limit is assimilated for all at the age of 67. These changes have not affected disability retirements. In addition, incentives to stay at work were provided through a 10% (monthly) reduction to the already reduced pension for those who retire earlier. Minimum pension (€486.84) will be granted to those who retire at the age of 67 years. Law 4334/2015 imposes a deduction of 6% for health insurance on auxiliary pension and an increase from 4% to 6% on the main pensions.
The commitments of the third Memorandum, however, still required the enactment of Law 4387/2016 on the establishment of the Unified Social Insurance Institution (EFKA). It also changed the pension system from "pay as you go" to a "funded" pension scheme based on individual accounts from 2002 onwards. However, the earnings of prospective pensioners have been shrinking since after the onset of the crisis. This means that in the future the pensions will be very low. This Law also sets the gradual abolition of the Social Solidarity Pension Allowance (EKAS) and repeals it in full from those who retired after its enactment. EKAS was granted to support pensioners with low income (Law 2434 (Law /1996 . The abolition of this allowance is expected to have negative impact on those pensioners. This Law also includes harsh limitations on survivors' pensions. National pension amounts to €384.00 but it is reduced proportionately for those who have not completed 20 years of insurance throughout their working lives or for those residing in Greece for less than forty years. The implementation of this Law is a severe step backwards which inhibits people from being optimistic about the future of social security in Greece.
However, Tinios (2010) suggests that although the country still needs to deal with the effects of the latest economic downturn, the interventions of the post-crisis governments do not differ from those of the past. In particular, social dialogue is not promoted, and when it takes place, it is always in the form of an urgent procedure, which leaves little room for making ways. In addition, there is no discussion on the adequacy of the insurance system applied, based on quantitative and actuarial studies, except for those conducted by the General Confederation of Employees in Greece (GSEE) which is, however, only a player that participates in bargaining as a social partner. Consequently, "... any attempt is doomed even before it even begins". Of course, social policy focuses on pensions policies, highlighting the aging of the population as the most important cause of social welfare deficits and, in general, there is a tendency that shifts responsibility towards citizens themselves (Robolis 2013) .
Methodology
This study uses two questionnaires as primary data collection tools. The first is addressed to beneficiaries of the Insurance Fund of Employees (ΙΚΑ) and the second to its executives who have a lot of working experience in the social security sector. The sampling method adopted is that of simple random sampling. In order to achieve representativeness, the branches of Insurance Fund of Employees (ΙΚΑ), where the questionnaires were distributed, were selected randomly (by draw). These questionnaires are structured with closed-type questions in the form of dichotomous answers, simple or multiple-choice scales, and Likert scales (five-level) that determine the degree of agreement between the respondent and his or her point of view. The resulting data is processed using the SPSS 17.0 statistical program (Frequencies). The results reported below are derived from an opinion survey conducted on a sample of pensioners from the Insurance Fund of Employees (ΙΚΑ). The beneficiaries who participated in the survey were 403 and the main questions posed are: How do reductions impact on the beneficiaries' future expectations and hopes? How strong is their distrust before the inability of state institutions to manage pensioners' interests? Is the state able enough to maintain a decent standard of living for the beneficiaries after implementing cuts and austerity policies? Is minimum pension really excluded from reductions as the government claims? The Institute's executives were 109 and they were asked whether they find the measures of structural or institutional changes justifiable and whether they lead to the rationalization of the social security system on the one hand and whether pensioners with low income should be excluded of reductions on the other.
Research constraints mainly concern the time period of the survey, which is closely related to political, economic and social developments in Greece that cause a great deal of uncertainty and confusion among citizens. The willingness of individuals to contribute to the survey is pertinent to the general discomfort they feel as a result of the current economic crisis which finds Insurance Fund of Employees (ΙΚΑ) beneficiaries hostile against institutions and the state. This anger affects some of them in a positive way by strengthening their will to express themselves, even by completing a questionnaire. However others refuse to do so and avoid any communication or simply mistrust this effort. They are all mainly concerned about unemployment, income and property taxes, hssr.ideasspread.org Humanities and Social Science Research Vol. 2, No. 1; pension cuts, decrease of their savings and unemployed family members (Matsaganis 2011, Matsaganis and Leventi 2014) .
Of course, the Insurance Fund of Employees (ΙΚΑ) executives' concerns have different dimensions. In their case, there is a predominantly disconcerting disincentive for wage restraint and an increase in workload (Matsaganis 2013) . While answering the questionnaire, they often expressed their fears of forthcoming redundancies since that had already happened to their colleagues. This concern is particularly stressed by executives with lower educational level. In fact, these two factors inhibit some of them from completing the questionnaire consolidating a more general perception that research has no effect, and that results will not be taken into account as stated by the beneficiaries.
How have post-2010 Austerity Measures Impacted Insurance Fund of Employees (IKA) Pensioners?
This part of the study aims to capture the extent of the effect of income decline upon the ability of pensioners to meet basic needs. It is noteworthy that at the beginning of the crisis in Greece (2009), the Housing Cost Overburden Rate amounted to 21.8 % and in 2016 to 40.5%. (Source: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database). Thus, an image on the purchasing power of social welfare beneficiaries has been formed after the onset of the last recession.
From the results it is presumed that a significant proportion of beneficiaries (46.5%) faces difficulties in meeting basic needs regarding nutrition and that is mainly because those beneficiaries also support unemployed family members (Chart 1).
Chart 1. Have you been able to meet basic nutrition needs since after 2010?
Furthermore, as to basic clothing and footwear needs, the results confirm that only a minimal percentage is able to meet them (6.8%). Priority is primarily given to meeting food needs first and then other basic needs (Chart 2).
Chart 2. Have you been able to meet basic clothing and footwear needs since after 2010?
The situation seems less encouraging when it comes to medication coverage or medical costs. Beneficiaries of social allowances face difficulties (6.6%) related to medical costs or medication coverage in general. According (Fountoulakis et al. 2012 , Kentikelenis et al. 2011 . A large percentage of respondents stated further that they may not cover private health expenditure. Once more, this makes one wonder about the role of the state in respective cases and its inability to support citizens when they are in need. However, this could be refuted arguing that social practice (most of the times with few specialties) and social pharmacies have assumed the responsibility to support the financially weak people in similar situations Bourikos 2014, Giannitsis and Zografakis 2015) . Undoubtedly, solidarity is invaluable and demonstrates a high level of social capital and cohesion in a society (Jenson 1998, Forrest and Kearns 2001) . On the other hand, for many people, the resort of citizens to such structures raises issues of dignity. Some of them think of themselves as stigmatized. There are also a few who claim that although they have paid social insurance contributions during their working lives, now, at an age in which they are unable to work the state is unable to cover the costs for their medical care. Moreover, there are examples of people who postpone visits to healthcare facilities because they are uninsured. This occurs mainly among former freelancers or employees in the private sector who, due to the latest recession, either lost their jobs or went bankrupt (Fountoulakis et al. 2012 ). This postponement might mean further worsening of their health. Therefore, discontent is particularly strong and makes the citizens' feeling of uncertainty of what is to follow even stronger (Chart 3).
Chart 3. Have you been able to afford medication coverage or medical costs in general since after 2010?
Chart 4. Have you been able to afford costs related to house loans since after 2010?
In addition, several households from 2010 onwards find it difficult to pay house loans because of cross-cutting reductions in salaries and pensions (Louzis et al. 2011 , Matsaganis 2013 goods: housing. In Greece, there has already been an increase in homelessness, especially in large urban centers (Theodorikakou et al. 2013, Mavridis and Mouratidou 2018) . On the other hand, political parties of the opposition take advantage of the state's failure to meet such needs with a view to gain votes and climb to power (such as the "I'm not paying" movement) (Chart 4).
The above question also concerns monthly utility costs that include communal taxes, water and heating. Such costs have been characterized by many households as unbearable (Matsaganis 2013 , Papadopoulos and Roumpakis 2012 . The majority (55.6%) mentions difficulties in covering utility costs. More particularly, the decline in household incomes implies inability to respond to heating costs. In 2014, the share of households that could not afford to keep its dwelling warm was 52%. (Source: http://ec.europa.eu/eurostat/data/database). This results, on the one hand, in poor health due to low temperatures or inhalation of carbon monoxide (the use of braziers has caused even deaths) and, on the other hand, in the smog increase because of the use of inappropriate heating materials. It is obvious that if beneficiaries with a monthly income have expressed such weakness, people who are unemployed or have precarious jobs with meager payment and most often without insurance coverage are far worse (Chart 5).
Chart 5. Have you been able to cover utility costs such as communal taxes, water supply and heating since after 2010?
Nonetheless, the economic exhaustion of social security beneficiaries is strongly established in their ability to meet needs related to entertainment (Fragos et al. 2012) . The vast majority of pensioners (48.4%) cannot meet basic needs related to entertainment. It could, of course, be argued that entertainment is not a basic human need. However this signals that society returns to past situations where the privilege of entertainment was only for prosperous social classes while those hailing from lower social strata were not entitled to such right. Thus, the inability of people nowadays to meet such needs shows a regression. Nevertheless, coverage of basic entertainment needsincluding those determining whether a citizen lives within poverty lines or not-, is a human need, not a luxury (for example, one week vacation per year or a visit to the theater) (Chart 6).
Chart 6. Have you been able to meet entertainment related needs since after 2010? The next question concerns the extent to which the recipients of social benefits cover costs related to the education of their children. The results of the research corroborate the alleged expanding exhaustion of the population from 2010 onwards. The majority of the beneficiaries (45%) is unable to cover such costs. Steps backwards are recorded as to the ability of households to spend on the education of their members (Fragos et al. 2012 , Papadopoulos and Roumpakis 2012 . So, this privilege, once again, is only for those who can afford the costs for quality education services, as happened in the past. The state has again shown inadequate to cover basic needs of the population, such as education, because of reductions in social benefits. Also, the results of the analysis show that the amount of pension granted does not differentiate as to whether the beneficiaries face difficulties in meeting basic education needs of their family members (Chart 7).
Chart 7. Have you been able to cover education related costs for family members since after 2010?
The Opinion of Insurance Fund of Employees (IKA) Executives on the Post-2010 Measures that Affected the Social Security System
The results shown below were extracted from the opinion survey of highly experienced Insurance Fund of Employees (IKA) executives. Unquestionably, the measure reducing main and supplementary pensions (Petmesidou 2010 (Petmesidou , 2011 (Petmesidou , 2012 (Petmesidou , 2013a (Petmesidou , 2013b is not seen by the executives as a legitimate change in the country's pension system. However, there are cases of healthy funds of which excessive benefits do not correspond to the contributions currently being paid. At the same time reductions for pensioners with more than one pension will lead to the rationalization of the system (Featherstone 2011 , Petmesidou 2006 . Given also the fact that the majority of beneficiaries of the Insurance Fund of Employees (IKA) receives minimum pension, through this policy of cuts, the social protection system will be affected resulting to the slippage of low-income pensioners to poverty level (Petmesidou 2013a (Petmesidou , 2013b . Regarding the need for consolidation in the pension system through cuts in main and supplementary pensions, the majority of executives states that there is "none" (46.3%), or there is "rarely" (25%) a justified measure (Chart 8). Undoubtedly, the changes in the retirement age limit are imperative since funds do not have reserves capable of paying future pensions. Factors such as prolonged unemployment, increased life expectancy and declining birth rates constitute this measure necessary (Lyberaki and Tinios 2012) . Moreover, rules which favor certain occupational groups, such as bank employees, who retire following a fifteen-year period of work, have negative effects on the ability of insurance funds to pay pensions. The results of the research show a controversy regarding the need of that measure. 30.84% of the executives suggests that increasing the retirement age limit is not a legitimate change. On the other hand, some of them, 28.04%, claim that the retirement age limit should be necessarily increased (Chart 9).
Chart 9. Has the increase of the retirement age limit been a significant measure for the viability of the Social Security System since after 2010?
Another measure imposed by the lenders and ratified by the Greek parliament, during the same period, is the reduction and, after 2013, the abolition of Christmas, Easter and holiday leave benefits. Directly related to the previous measure, it is obvious that the general reduction and cuts policies on pensions support the view that the cuts are imposed in a cross-cut manner, disregarding that 70% of pensioners in Greece receive minimum pension, as mentioned above. The attitude of the executives towards this measure is particularly critical. The vast majority characterizes this measure as "not at all" (61.68%), and as "rarely" (24.3%) justified (Chart 10). Additionally, the increased age limit for granting, reducing or abolishing pension for the uninsured elderly is another measure applied in order to improve, as argued by its initiators, the country's fiscal situation (Petmesidou 2012 (Petmesidou , 2013a (Petmesidou , 2013b . However, it leads a large proportion of the elderly to poverty. Specifically, the implementation of this measure is designed to meet the needs of those elderly who have not met retirement conditions in any other social insurance fund, domestic or foreign. Although the benefit paid is low, it covers some of their basic needs. It could be argued that this 'allowance' policy, which does not significantly improve the financial situation of the elderly, somehow provides some minimal support. Nonetheless the reduction, abolition or the age limit increase for eligibility at the age of 67 concerning pensions for the uninsured elderly is contended by the majority (64.49%) of the executives as "not" justifiable (Chart 11).
Chart 11. Has the increased age limit for pension eligibility, and the reduction or abolition of pension for the uninsured elderly been a justifiable measure for the viability of the Social Security System since after 2010?
What is more, benefits for families with three or more children and other categories of the population could not be left untouched by the sweeping changes introduced by the Memoranda, which dramatically dissolute the welfare state Roumpakis 2012, 2013) . Nonetheless, as mentioned above, all these measures lead to further impoverishment. However, objections are raised as to the criteria of the eligibility of several groups. According to a statement these privileges were used to attract votes or given to people who had no financial need and still receive benefits as no previous resource inspection had taken place. The administration should be able to hssr.ideasspread.org Humanities and Social Science Research Vol. 2, No. 1; make use of such inspections in order to provide benefits to those that demonstrably have low incomes. The survey results reflected the dissatisfaction of executives on the implementation of this measure. The removal of large family benefits is not accepted as justified by the majority (59.81%) (Chart 12).
Chart 12. Has the reduction in benefits for families with three or more children been a necessary measure for the viability of the Social Security System since after 2010?
Furthermore, the establishment of the Disability Certification Center (KE.P.A.) is recognized as measure of rationalization and consolidation for disability benefits provided by the Insurance Fund for Employees (Petmesidou 2012) . The establishment of KE.P.A. was deemed necessary due to the fact that the system according to which the percentage of disability was assessed by health committees, which operated until August 2011, was particularly vulnerable to political pressures and other pressure groups. Corruption in the form of bribery, favoritism and electioneering had taken enormous proportions. The political intervention of government officials, the local government and other organizations were downright common. Many are those who do not meet the disability rate based on medical criteria and, thus, lose the right to receive benefits and this means that they have no other state support. In the survey, the results suggest that the majority of the executives maintains that the structure of the Disability Certification Center is totally (42.45%) and for the most part (33.02%) an essential change. It is expected that the establishment of KE.P.A. will contribute significantly to the reduction of the misappropriation of social resources (Chart 13). Last but not least, the First Memorandum (2010) introduced a measure separating health from pension resulting in the creation of a single health provider to launch from January 2012 (Petmesidou 2011 (Petmesidou , 2012 . Arguably, this measure will lead, in the long run, to beneficial effects with regard to spending. Of course, the cuts and the deterioration of quality of the services provided by the newly established body lead to a further decrease in living standards. What is more, in the long run, increase in morbidity and mortality will be expected if these costs do not contribute to the prevention and treatment with advanced methods. Although there are modest thoughts regarding the efficiency of the National Organization for the Provision of Health Services (EOPYY), the majority (60.95%) of executives argues that this measure will significantly improve the rationalization of the health system while a 22.86% has a more moderate stance by selecting the answer somewhat (Chart 14).
Chart 14. Has the creation of a Single Health Provider been an essential measure for the viability of the Social Security System since after 2010?
Conclusion
The experience of the implementation of the First, Second and Third Memorandum shows that pensions are the easy solution, since not only they are not exempted from cuts but any further change has been more burdensome than the previous one.
The findings of the survey show that the austerity measures implemented after 2010 have deteriorated the living standards of pensioners. However, the consequences of the Memoranda are more devastating for pensioners with low income. For example, the abolition of Christmas, Eastern and Holiday Leave Benefits has not the same impact on someone who receives a pension amount of €1,300 monthly as for someone who receives only €486.84 per month.
On the one hand, the measures have been imposed in a cross-cutting manner on the pensioners' income and, on the other hand, those pensioners have to face a dramatic increase in the cost of living with additional taxes. Therefore, most households are unable to cope with everyday needs. The discomfort of pensioners is reflected on the results of this research. They feel widespread discontent from income deductions, which, as mentioned above, affect them particularly by penalizing those who receive minimum pension. They gradually lose their ability to ensure medical care for themselves, which has now become their own responsibility, and education for their children, which has been largely privatized or is expected to be further privatized, to cover basic nutrition needs, clothing and footwear, as well as expenses related to housing. And all this occurs notwithstanding that it has been widely supported by academics that pensions demonstrably reduce poverty in Greece.
The survey findings also indicate that the measures concerning structural reforms are welcomed by most executives. However, they consider reductions in social benefits as unjustified, in particular those concerning citizens with low income. It is suggested that in times of austerity the pensioners and in general citizens with low income should be excluded from welfare cuts. The government should first implement reforms aiming at state reconstruction and then evaluate the outcomes of such reforms and, if needed, adopt measures leading to institutional changes. In any case though, low income pensioners should be protected from falling into poverty since they are unable to meet their basic needs otherwise. 
